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HERB ER T  COBLANS  
A TRADIT IONAL ,  AND  NOT  INEFFECT IVE ,  WAY  
of mapping the British scene is to use the various government com- 
missions as landmarks. At present we stand between the Parry report 
on academic libraries which appeared in 1967 and the Dainton Com- 
mittee on National Libraries which is due to report by the end of 
1968. The latter Committee was appointed at a time (late 1967) 
when feeling was running high on the issue of the British Museum, 
its structure and future-a time when in fact the government and the 
Trustees met in head-on c~nf l ic t .~  
The terms of reference of the Committee are "to examine the func- 
tions and organization of the British Museum Library, the National 
Central Library, the National Lending Library for Science and Tech- 
nology, and the Science Museum Library in providing national li- 
brary facilities; to consider whether in the interest of efficiency and 
economy such facilities should be brought into a unified framework; 
and to make recommendation^."^ This concern about the need for 
some planning and central control within a national system has come 
none too soon: many consider it to be years overdue. It is clear that 
the bibliothecal riches and information potential of these islands 
should no longer remain at the mercy of individualistic development 
along paths that diverge and converge haphazardly. Somewhat para- 
doxically, it is the need for coordination and standardization imposed 
by mechanization, which, though technical in origin, has provided the 
intellectual insight and the spur to action. In this sense it was the 
Brasenose conference on the automation of libraries held in Oxford in 
1966,4 which first brought the large national libraries together, and 
in significant confrontation with the American development, which 
had been sparked by the 1963 Automation and the Library of Con-
g r e ~ s . ~  
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The Office for Scient&c and Technical Information (OSTI), es- 
tablished within the Deparbnent of Education and Science in 1965 
has proved to be an important instrument for progress and planned 
development, especially in financing and controlling research in docu- 
mentation. The variety and quality of research development in 1968 
is a tribute to the support and foresight of OSTI at the beginning, 
when the United Kingdom was only marking time compared with the 
feverish (but not always productive) activity in the U.S.A. The 
measure of this progress can be gauged by comparing present achieve- 
ments and projects with the situation as documented in an Aslib 
r e p ~ r t , ~  state mechanization in the United which surveyed the of 
Kingdom in 1965. 
The main reasons, both understandable and prudent, for the slow 
start in planning computer-aided senices were a wait-and-see atti- 
tude, a comparatively low potential in computers and the related soft- 
ware, and a healthy scepticism about the feasibility of mechanized 
information retrieval. Apart from some pioneering but limited appli- 
cations in industrial information centers (mainly in chemical tech- 
nology) there was no broad involvement until duplicate tapes from 
MEDLARS, and later Chemical Abstract Senrice, became available. 
These provided a valuable opportunity to test these systems under 
British conditions, and even further, to evaluate their effectiveness, 
both in terms of indexing language and their utilization by scientists 
and technologists. 
The senrice for retrospective searches of bio-medical literature 
based on the RIEDLARS tapes has been operated jointly since May 
1966, by the National Lending Library (N.L.L.) at Boston Spa and 
the Computing Laboratory of the University of Newcastle, supported 
by a contract with OSTI. Such searches are free to users but they 
are expected to evaluate the list of references supplied for each ques- 
tion. It was soon found necessary to "educate" users and so the N.L.L. 
has been running training courses (usually two-day) for both li- 
brarians and research workers. It is being realized more and more 
that the effective use of machines implies the need for more highly- 
trained documentalists to act as intermediaries between the user and 
the information store. Thus RlEDLARS liaison officers to be respon- 
sible for five regions are being appointed to help users directly in 
the formulation of their questions. Finally as part of its cooperation 
with the National Library of Medicine, N.L.L. is preparing British 
input for transmission to MEDLARS. 
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In August 1966 the (British) Chemical Society in collaboration with 
the American Chemical Society set up a Research Unit in Infonna- 
tion Retrieval and Dissemination at the University of Nottingham 
to exploit the magnetic tape versions of Chemical Titles and Chemical-
Biological Activities (to which Chemical Abstracts was added later). 
A current awareness service based on user profiles was provided 
free to a selected population of chemists, consisting of fourteen col- 
laborating laboratories in universities and industry. Just as in the 
hlEDLARS operation mentioned above, the aim was partly to find 
out how this new type of service can meet user needs and what fur- 
ther educational effort must be made. In spite of the difficulties in- 
herent in full-text searching, the unit has been successful on the whole 
as indicated in the first annual report in a recent article by its direc- 
Thus the work of the unit is now being extended to investigate 
methods of providing retrospective searches and on-line applications 
to improve search performance by direct interaction between user and 
the machine. 
The services discussed so far depend on exploiting duplicate tapes 
provided by the American originators. During the past two years 
the plans for primary British production have been maturing. The 
most complete of these is being developed by the Institution of Elec- 
trical Engineers-INSPEC which will provide "a comprehensive in- 
formation senlice based on the computer manipulation of data ob- 
tained from the published literature of physics, electrotechnology and 
control." Since 1895 Physics Abstracts has provided basic documen- 
tation in physics; in this field cooperation with the American Institute 
of Physics has been c10se.~ Partly to insure that there should be no 
wasteful duplication of abstracts in the English language, the I.E.E. 
in collaboration with the relevant professional bodies in the United 
Kingdom and the U.S.A., has undertaken this large-scale enterprise. 
The publications involved are Abstracts and Current Papers in the 
three disciplines and it is proposed that from January 1969, all these 
publications will be produced entirely on a computer-based routine. 
A character set of around 700 symbols has already been agreed upon 
for the computer composition. The magnetic tapes produced for the 
printing process are a store of information which can be made avail- 
able in duplicate form to related services in other countries. 
There are a number of more specialized services in~.olving inter- 
national cooperation which are already in operation or soon due to be 
initiated. Thus there is the International Road Research Documenta- 
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tion established by the Organization for Economic Co-operation and 
Development for thirteen member states. Abstracts of research re-
ports, published papers and summaries of current research, indexed 
by keywords selected from a tri-lingual thesaurus (English, French 
and German) are exchanged. Each abstract is sent originally to one 
of the three coordinating centers handling the language in which it is 
written; the Road Research Laboratory in Berkshire is the center for 
the English language. 
Another international project is the International Food Informa- 
tion Service (IFIS) in which the Commonwealth Agricultural Bu- 
reaux (CAB) are collaborating with the Institute fur Dokumentations- 
wesen in Frankfurt and the American Institute of Food Technologists? 
This project will start in January 1969, with the monthly publication 
Food Science and Technology Abstracts. CAB will be responsible 
for compiling the abstracts (the American Institute will provide the 
abstracts for the world's patent literature in this field), assigning the 
index terms, and sending edited copy to Germany where the periodical 
will be printed by computer-aided typesetting at the Zentralstelle h r  
maschinelle Dokumentation by methods that have been so successfully 
pioneered for the Deutsche Bibliographic. 
In Great Britain there has been progress towards a more standard- 
ized method of identifying books and in utilizing centralized cata- 
loging which in the long run may well be more significant than the 
above mentioned developments in subject control. Thus British pub- 
lishers by the introduction of Standard Book Numbers (SBN) in 1967 
have led the way, and there is every indication that other countries 
will follow. Here par excellence is a field where the computer has a 
unique and immensely important role to play. 
The concept is simple: "numbers should be given to all books; these 
numbers should be unique and non-changeable; and they should be 
allocated according to a standard system to be adopted by the whole 
of the British book world."lO The SBN (nine digits in length) con-
sists of three parts, the publisher's prefix followed by the title number 
and ending with a single check digit. This digit is calculated by mm-
puter so that the final SBN conforms to a certain weighting system, 
thus guarding against the computer accepting an erroneous number 
and identifying the wrong book. These SBN's should appear in pub-
lishers' announcements, in the book, in national bibliographies, or 
wherever the book is quoted, thus providing a unique identifbation for 
ordering, accounting, cataloging, inter-library loan, etc. By the middle 
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of 1968 more than half of the commercially published books in the 
United Kingdom had been assigned a number. 
The most ambitious and far-reaching commitment in recent British 
librarianship is the BNB (British National Bibliography) MARC 
Project officially launched in September 1967. By March 1968, the 
special local needs had been defined and a cataloging format had been 
agreed upon by the BNB and the Library of Congress. The two 
records have a common format, similar tags for the various fields of 
an entry and much the same data content. The specifications for 
British machine-readable cataloging have now been published l1 and 
the two standards will undoubtedly have a profound influence on 
shared cataloging and mechanization in this field. 
In the last quarter of 1968 t31e weekly input to BNB will also be 
recorded on magnetic tape. These tapes will be made available to a 
number of libraries in a small United Kingdom network. A few li- 
braries (including a typical university and a national library) have 
been given special OSTI grants to experiment and evaluate these 
BNB tapes. Pi. E. Coward at a recent meeting of the Library Associa- 
tion Cataloging and Indexing Group outlined some of the potenti- 
alities of the proposed system. 
With an order file which contains Standard Book Numbers in one 
hand and a MARC tape in the other, you are at the starting point 
of automating the housekeeping routines in your library. The 
next obvious step is to follow through with the cataloging oper- 
ation. Book catalogues or card catalogues can be produced, and in 
each case there is complete control over the presentation of informa- 
tion. . . .The other main use that will be made of MARC and other 
magnetic tapes containing bibliographical information will be as a 
general information store organized to respond to subject in-
quiries.12 
The full benefit of this standardization and cooperation will be gained 
early in 1969 when the Library of Congress tapes will be merged with 
the BNB tapes, thus bringing in not only American publications but 
also the other intake of the Library of Congress based on its acceler- 
ated cataloging of material from countries all over the world. 
I t  has become very evident during the sixties that the improved 
handling of our information problems can and must benefit from the 
proper use of data-processing techniques. However, it is not so much 
the better and cheaper (in terms of unit cost) machines that have 
been determinative; it is rather the standardization and systematiza- 
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tion at the intellectual level-the essential prerequisite of any mecha-
nization-that is the promise for progress, even though in matters 
of documentation agreement always involves long and tough ne-
gotiations between the numerous vested interests. Therefore it is most 
apposite that the British Standards Institute has recently launched 
into a vigorous program for expanding its work on standards for docu- 
mentation. The immediate program includes the completion and mod- 
ernization of the English language edition of the Universal Decimal 
Classification, codes for alphabetical filing (especially urgent for 
computer-produced lists of :all kinds), transliteration from non-Latin 
alphabets, abbre~~iationof titles of periodicals, specifications for 
microfilm and microfiche, and a comprehensive glossary of terms for 
documentation. To the outsider much of this may seem trivial and 
obvious, yet the present inadequacies and gaps are the most serious 
bar to real advance. 
Finally investment in research and de~relopment in documentation 
has increased very significantly in the past two years. The main burden 
is carried by Aslib, but there has been a healthy and encouraging 
growth of activity in universities, library schools, and training institu- 
tions. hluch attention has been devoted to the applications of com-
puters in mi\-ersity libraries and working groups have been formed 
in relation to users of computers and for studying different library 
processes. A new periodical, Program, started in 1966, records news of 
computers in British universities. 
Aslib has managed on the basis of extended financial support from 
OSTI and contributions from its members to substantially increase 
its staff for research. It can now concentrate on studies of mechanized 
systems, operational techniques and user needs in addition to building 
up staff competence for improved consultory services for its members. 
This means that long-range research can be undertaken alongside the 
day to day development work that is needed urgently. 
The Aslib Research Department has been involved recently in com- 
puterized production of lists (bibliographies, indexes ), computerized 
control of library loan records, the detailed systems analysis and 
costing of all clerical procedures of a university library, and deter- 
mining the purpose of bibliographical records in libraries as elements 
in the design of standard machine-readable records. With the in- 
creasing popularity of co-ordinate indexing, standard techiziyues are 
being studied for the construction of thesauri. Surveys of the needs 
and behavior of information users have included technical libraries 
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and the use, as measured by citation, of the literature of science, 
technology and the social sciences. In broad terms research will be 
directed towards an evaluation of the "effecti\-eness and the efficiency 
of information transfer." l3 
In general the trends in the United Kingdom are beginning to show 
a pattern which is likely to become increasingly common. Countries 
with a common or widely used language will try to rationalize by 
exchanging their information stores in the form of tapes, This exchange 
will depend crucially on minimum agreed-upon standards of com-
patibility and acceptable indexing languages, and will lead to hard 
bargaining on the delimitation of subject areas and exchange con- 
ditions. Each country or region will have to carefully assess its com- 
mitments so as to achieve the optimum blend of local duplication and 
international exchange. 
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